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  My four thesis works —Hecate's Palladio, Astronomical Loop, She, and A Door 
work with ideas at the intersection of Alexandra Kokoli's Feminist critique of the 
uncanny and the reemergence of what Mladen Dolar calls "the uncanny dimension" on 
the theatrical stage in industrial Western society. This reemergence of the uncanny 
dimension notably follows its repression during the 15th and 16th century witch trials.  
  
 The uncanny is a Freudian psychoanalytic term often used in art criticism to 
describe the psychological component of a work, which designates something both 
familiar and unfamiliar. In this thesis, I work towards a new definition of the uncanny 
and show the transformation of its meaning in the modern period. Specifically, I show 
how the witch - now a feminist figurehead - was the embodiment of the uncanny 
dimension in pre-industrial pagan Europe. I then show how through the subjugation of 
women (so-called witches), vis-a-vis centuries of witch trials that accompanied the rise of 
capitalism, the uncanny dimension was repressed. I then look at its reappearance through 
the media of mechanical reproduction—stage theatrics, photography and film in the late 
19th and early 20th century. The place of women in this resurfacing is unsurprisingly not 
as a sacred embodiment of the uncanny, but as a demonstration of patriarchal control 
over the uncanny dimension. I'll conclude by discussing my four thesis works, Hecate's 
Palladio, Astronomical Loop, She, and A Door.  With these, I create a place for the 
uncanny —as embodied by the female form--to exist in a non-violent and humorous 
manner. In a vein of feminist thought, I aim to contribute to the re-imagining of a female 











 Freud's concept of  'the uncanny' was introduced in his 1919 essay, Das 
Unheimliche. The concept of the uncanny is not without criticisms. Alexandra M. Kokoli 
writes, "In the context of the discipline of art history, divisions between the known (also 
assumed to be worth knowing), and the unknown (assumed to be minor, marginal, of 
lesser importance, or less representative of dominant tendencies, movements, traditions) 
are both the reflection and the vehicle of authoritative value judgments" (Kokoli, 2).  
Feminist practices, claims Kokoli, often work to reveal the weirdness of what is 
presumed to be true.  
 
 'The uncanny' denotes a psychological condition with a long trajectory into the 
past. Cultural theorist, Mladen Dolar, hypothesizes that 'the uncanny', once veiled as the 
sacred, transformed into repressed content through the economic and cultural shifts that 
accompanied modernity and the dissolution of the sacred. German anthropologist, Peter 
Duerr, offers some insight into pre-modern pagan sacredness in his volume, Dreamtime: 
Concerning the Boundary between Wilderness and Civilization. A reoccurring theme that 
Duerr identifies is the fluid, and often permeable, nature between the spiritual and 
material worlds described in the following passage: 
The powers of the lower world threatened those who lived in the world of 
the sun.  Hades abducted Persephone, the daughter of vegetation, into his 
realm of the shadows and wanted to keep her there for himself.  Demeter, 
and after her the initiates of the Eleusinian mysteries, ‘died’, descending 
into the place of generation to gain the limited return of fertility.  Death 
entered and with it once more new life...For ‘magic rituals’ are less an 
intrusion into events, as envisaged by those who would consider them 
‘protoscientific technique of manipulation’, but instead they are rather a 
participation in the cosmic crisis, which is both a threat to and the 
condition for life.  (Duerr, 43-45)  
Here, Duerr is describing the participation of the sacred in defining the perceived 
movements of the world - in the case of Persephone and Demeter, the earth's seasons. 
The miraculous enterprise of creating and sustaining life is thus determined by the 
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specific interpersonal relationships of the gods; Hades to Persephone and Persephone to 
Demeter. To be clear, the sacred world of these gods expresses the uncanny dimension of 
life - in this case, its wonderous creation.   
 In examining how the relationship to dimension of the sacred and the uncanny 
was transformed by modernity, Sylvia Frederici offers some insight. In Witches, Witch-
hunting and Women (2018), she looks at the sacred from the perspective of those who 
were not only the embodiment of the sacred as a source of life, but its protectors and 
purveyors: women who were "healers, folk doctors, herbalists (and) midwives" 
(Frederici, 7). Starting with Marx's analysis of 17th century land enclosure, Frederici 
examines the effects of this development on women, particularly the elderly and those 
who held positions of power within these communal settings. She writes,  
There seems to be a relationship between the dismantling of 
communitarian regimes and the demonization of members of the affected 
communities that makes witch-hunting an effective instrument of 
economic and social privatization.  Key to this process (the dismantling of 
communitarian regimes), was the destruction of the magical conception of 
the body that had prevailed in the middle ages, which attributed to it 
powers that the capitalist class could not exploit, that were incompatible 
with the transformation of the laborers into work machines, and could 
even enhance their resistance to it. (Frederici, 15)  
A part of the process of dismantling communitarian regimes was 'land enclosure'. This is 
the partitioning (enclosing) of land with fences. It effectively did away with the practice 
of subsistence farming as it transformed land into a means of producing an agricultural 
commodity, and workers into wage laborers. Women were at the forefront of civil 
disobedience campaigns protesting these enclosures as the community's belief systems 
were deeply intertwined with the communal economy. Women's embodiment of the 
'uncanny dimension' presented a threat, Frederici states, to the capitalist class, for it was 
"incompatible with the transformation of the laborers into work machines, and could even 
enhance their resistance to it" (Frederici, 15). As such, the "destruction of the magical 
conception of the body" (Frederici, 15) was seen as necessary to this economic transition 
to capitalism. By the 16th and 17th centuries a documented 80,000 people, mostly 
women, were tried as witches. Half of them were condemned to death. This brutal attack 
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on premodern society’s relationship to the sacred resulted in its repression. Nearly a 
hundred years later, writes Dolar, 
There was an eruption of the uncanny strictly parallel with bourgeois (and 
industrial) revolutions and the rise of scientific rationality...Ghosts, 
vampires, monsters, the undead, etc., flourish in an era when you might 
expect them to be dead and buried, without a place...They are something 























 Dolar's insight led me to research the many 19th and 20th century figurations of 
Freud's reference to the 'uncanny' in popular culture. It is no accident that all these 
instances share a relationship to the new media of the time -- from the magic lantern 
show to ghost shows, early cinema and magic performances. The 19th century magician's 
staging of a woman’s disappearance, reappearance, beheading, bisection, etc., is in a 
sense a concealed reenactment of the persecution suffered by women during the witch 
trials.  
 Ghost Shows were a popular form of entertainment in the late 18th, early 19th 
centuries. Here, moving color projections of ghosts were made to appear, as if magically 
before the audience.  These illusions were staged using a device called the Magic 
Lantern.  This was a cylindrical apparatus with lights - candlelight in its earliest 
iterations, and a window with a frame to support multiple panes of painted glass. The 
movement of the image was controlled by the operator who manually manipulated the 
panes of glass in front of the light source approximating the movement of their subject.  
William Paul, author of Uncanny Theatre, notes "a striking paradox in the way these 
magic lantern shows worked to both demystify and mystify anew, in effect providing a 
rationalist explanation in order to create a sense of the uncanny” (pg. 207). Here, the 
uncanny is found in the tension between the appearance of the apparition - i.e. the 
appearance of the uncanny dimension, and the very fact of its appearance that is both 
dependent on the Magic Lantern and the suspension of our disbelief. 
 We see 'the uncanny' again through a compelling juxtaposition of technology and 
illusionism in Spirit Photography - the 19th century practice of employing illusionistic 
devices to construct faux photographic documentation of ghosts and other such entities. 
Tom Gunning writes in To Scan a Ghost: The Ontology of Mediated Vision:  
This iconography of phantoms (in Spirit Photography) not only draws on a 
widespread tradition in portraying the ghostly but mimes a visual 
experience that exceeds or contradicts normal conditions of sight and 
recognition... In discussing these Spirit Photographs, the term 
phantasmatic denotes images that oscillate between visibility and 
invisibility, presence and absence, materiality and immateriality, often 
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using transparency or some other manipulation of visual appearance to 
express this paradoxical ontological status." (Gunning, 7)  
 
Literature scholar, Terry Castle, furthers this claim by pointing out that photography is "a 
way of possessing material objects in a strangely decorporealized yet also supernaturally 
vivid form." (Gunning19). 
 
 In early film screenings there was a practice of constructing elaborate theatrical 
sets replete with live actors in an attempt to contextualize the filmic image within the 
material world.  For example, in 1914 the stage of the Vitagraph Theater in New York 
consisted of a semi-permanent set depicting the interior of a house. Behind a large 
window at its center floated a painted simulation of a sky at twilight.  When it was time 
for the film to play, the sky drop was seamlessly replaced by a projection screen.  
 
This sense of continuity between screen and stage setting in these early 
experiments could actually heighten the uncanny quality of the screen. 
The stage settings so common in this period effectively served not as a 
frame, but rather as a container for the film image... (Paul, 223) 
 
For the 1925 Boston production of The Lost World, elaborate theatrical techniques were 
deployed to obfuscate the relationship between film and stage to such a degree that it's 
claimed that the film became an extension of the theatrical effects.  
 
The (film) presentation was effected by a series of painted scrims—three 
in number—and an intriguing use of lights...The scrims are hung in 
rotation and depict various phases of “The Lost World” story. When 
lighted from the front, they appear to be opaque and bring the color out 
vividly...With a soft orchestral accompaniment, lights were slowly brought 
up on dimmers, disclosing a jungle scene. As the tempo of the music 
increased, the first borders were dimmed down while the electrical light 
came up on the second border, thereby erasing the first jungle scene and 
slowly taking the audience deeper into the jungle vastness. A similar 
operation with the second and third borders disclosed the plateau in the 
distance, the musicians building the attendant suspense with their weird 
and mysterious music. Slowly the first and second scrims are taken away 
and the lights dimmed down on the third scrim and the opening scenes of 
the picture projected as the third scrim is hauled up into the flies, 
disclosing the screen... (Paul, 224-225) 
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 From legless to headless, bisected, trisected and then altogether made absent, this 
ruse is achieved using trap doors, mirrors, hidden rooms, curtains, scrims and theatrical 
lighting, namely, modern optical science and technology. She, from 1892-91, was an 
illusion constructed by Fredrick Eugene Powell, a well-known American prestidigitator 
at the time that serves as an example of the 'vanishing woman' trope.  The following is a 
description of Powell's illusion by Albert A Hopkins in his 1898 book, Magic, 
...a beautiful young lady mounts a table arranged in an alcove formed by a 
folding screen. The screen is lowered to the level of the table, completely 
enclosing the subject. The table apparently has four legs and four candles 
beneath it to indicate the space underneath the table is open and clear. The 
cylindrical screen is shown to be entire, with openings only at the upper 
and lower ends, and no openings are seen in the folding screen, which 
partly surrounds the table. Upon the firing of a pistol the occupant of the 
table (who is now hidden within the cylindrical screen) is ignited, and 
smoke and flame bursting from the screen indicate that the work of 
destruction is going on within.  When the fire is burned out the screen is 
lifted, and nothing remains upon the table but a few smoldering embers 
and a pile of bones surmounted by a skull. (Hopkins, 74) 
 As often is the case with disappearing acts from this period, the trick is achieved through 
the strategic placement of mirrors that offer the 'victim' a quick and veiled exit from the 
stage instead of suffering fatal injury. According to Karen Beckman in Vanishing 
Women, Magic, Film and Feminism, there are layers of psychological and gendered 
aspects to the 'vanishing woman' illusion.  
Spectacular vanishing relies upon the suspension of disbelief that allows 
us to suppose, if only momentarily, that when we "see" women 
disappearing from cabinets, or being run through with swords we are 
witnessing an astonishing event within a physical realm that nevertheless 
confounds the laws of physical bodies. The audience, as a collective body, 
permits itself to take pleasure in the spectacle of violence because at some 
level it knows that the violence enacted is always illusory. However, 
although this knowledge might permit the audience's pleasure in moral 
terms, some of the pleasure of vanishing always derives from the 
possibility that the violence onstage is "real" and is being enacted on the 
physical bodies the audience sees before it. (Beckman, 8) 
Beckman states that there is a clear relationship between the popularity of this illusion in 
England and the societal anxieties concerning the imbalance of female to male 
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populations. At the time the female population far exceeded the male population. Again, 
we see a fraught relationship between the 'uncanny dimension' as embodied by women 
and the economic change initiated with capitalism. 
 As we have seen from the examples above, the advent of new media brought on 
by industrialization - including developments in the optical sciences - have offered new 
opportunities for the expression of  'the uncanny'.  And in the case of the 'vanishing 
woman' magic trick, we can see that its expression, as embodied by a woman, includes 

















 The works that comprise my thesis pivot around this historically problematic 
intersection of women, modernization, 'the uncanny', and the theatrical stage. The show 
consists of four distinct works: Hecate's Palladio, a theatrical drop and projection; 
Astronomical Loop, a painting, projection and practical special effect; A Door, a live 
video feedback loop of a painting of a medieval door; and She, a sculpture of Hecate's 
head on a table, with a Pepper's Ghost illusion inside her head, visible through the eyes. 
 
Fig.1. Hecate’s Palladio                                                                                                
2019, jacquard dye on muslin, video projection, wood, 6 shelf brackets, 108" x 148" x 
12" 
 Hecate's Palladio employs a theatrical drop painted using Jacquard cold-water 
dye, and video projections. The drop painting is of an architectural maquette made out of 
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clay based on the scaenae frons of the Teatro Olympico by Andrea Palladio (1585) in 
Vicenza, Italy. This architectural feature was based on Roman theatre design. It was a 
false architectural facade several stories tall located upstage from the audience. It served 
to draw the eye of the audience to the stage, which was essential given the expansive size 
of ancient Roman theatres. It was also used as a backstage where actors could change 
costume or pantomime the sounds of their character’s murder - it was custom that this 
occurred offstage. The doorways and windows depicted in these large facades were 
simply that: facades, offering no passageway on or off the stage. Another use for the 
scaenae frons was as a support to hang fabric similar to theatrical drops.   
 In the 16th century recreation designed both by Palladio and Vincenzo Scamozzi 
for the Teatro Olympico, five doorways were opened, revealing trompe-l'oeil scenery of 
city streets receding into the horizon. These thresholds were aligned with distinct 
sightlines from the audience. Much like in the ancient Roman and amphitheaters their 
seating was arranged around the stage in a semicircle. Given the presence of these 
sightlines and the ocular shape of the theater as a whole, some have suggested that 
Palladio and Scamozzi's design models the human eye, wherein the seating of the 
audience is the lens, and the scaenae frons the threshold for where sightlines become 
reversed and flipped upside down. Following this analogy, what takes place on the stage, 
in front of the scaenae frons, occupies the liminal space between the outside world and 
the interior world of the mind.    
 In two of the doorways of my rendering of the scaenae frons stand two projected 
figures of Hecate, the three-headed goddess of sorcery, magic and the liminal space 
between life and death. Hecate’s occupation of these thresholds - both the doorway and 
the scaenae frons itself - symbolically points to her position as one that sits, like 
Hagazussa, on the fence between the world of the living and the dead. This cosmic 
threshold is the place in which the 'uncanny dimension' of existence surfaces. Both 
Hecates leave their bodies to explore their assigned threshold, clambering and climbing 
up the scaenae frons while their loyal canine protectors occupy the second story windows 
of the facade.  
 11 
 What is compelling about the Teatro Olympico is that it incorporates both a 
modern understanding of optics, via its trompe-l’oeil effects and sightlines, with an 
ancient understanding of optics that prefers the subjective vision of the viewer, as 
exemplified by the very presence of the scaenae frons. This mirrors the structure of my 
invocation of Hecate: she is both the ancient, sacred embodiment of the 'uncanny 
dimension', and a manifestation of Freud's 'uncanny' through her doubling and spectral 
presence. Presenting Hecate in a theatrical setting, I hope to recall the uncanny presence 
of the woman assistant in magic shows of the late 18th and early 19th century whose 
vanishing or dismemberment was a popular theme.  I hope to further link this to the 
history of burning witches, as another means by which women, because of their links to 




Fig. 2. She 
2019, LCD screen, plexiglass pyramid, video, hair extensions, masks, acrylic paint, wire, 
hotglue, wood table, spray paint, 2 fake candles, pleiglass mirror, 54” x 48” x 48” 
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Fig. 3. She (detail) 
2019, LCD screen, plexiglass pyramid, video, hair extensions, masks, acrylic paint, wire, 
hotglue, wood table, spray paint, 2 fake candles, pleiglass mirror, 54” x 48” x 48” 
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The second work in my thesis show is a direct reference to the woman magician 
assistant's 'vanishing'.  Based on the magic trick, She, (as previously described), Hecate's 
head, (the very prop used in the video projection for Hecate's Palladio), rests on a table. 
Below the table is a set of mirrors that render, through optical refraction, the back end of 
the table hidden.  In the original magic trick, She, this allows the female assistant to 
secretly escape from the table where she was positioned, rather than being burned alive.  
Two candles are placed beneath the table - as in She - to emphasize the illusion that the 
table is in fact transparent underneath. In my version, Hecate's head sits atop the table.  
Inside her head - as viewed through her eye openings - there is the floating image of a 
Sulfur-crested Cockatoo on a winding staircase.  This illusion is created using the mid-
nineteenth century technique, Pepper's Ghost.  Through the strategic placement of 
reflective panes of glass and a carefully lighted subject, the reflection of the subject 
appears to float, like a ghost, in midair.  By introducing Hecate into this narrative, I'm 
proposing an alternative to the stereotype of the submissive female magic show assistant. 
Here, she is the conjurer, invoking the image of the bird.  Her head is not attached to her 
body, but it is alive. Her internal visions point to different kinds of embodiment and 
seeing, which are non-normative, but valid.  
 15 
 
Fig. 4. Astronomical Loop  





Fig. 5. Astronomical Loop (detail) 
2018, acrylic on canvas, plinth, humidifier, LED, video projection, 96” x 96" x 2.5" 
 
 The third work is an astronomical body that cycles through phases like the moon.  
This work consists of an 8'x8' painting of this planetary body with its phases projected 
onto it, with the addition of a body of water.  On this form are painted craters that 
resemble eyes, and the illusion of a volcanic orifice created by combining an LED light 
with a humidifier. The later are positioned behind the canvas, with the vapor and light 
spilling through a hole in the surface.   The right side of the canvas pulls away from the 
wall to reveal this mechanism. This work references, again, Hecate, who is often 
associated with the moon, particularity as it goes through its waning phases. This work 
also references A Trip to the Moon (1902) by George Melies.  Famous for its innovative 
special effects, this film was among the earliest to popularize the medium's capacity for 
creating worlds - particularly those that exceed the material boundaries of what is known 
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and familiar. I reference this history of the moving image, which I am indebted to, as I 
use video in the service of a world-making with different aims.   
 
Fig. 6. A Door 
2018/2019, acrylic on canvas, 2 webcams, projector, 120” x 108” 
 Lastly, A Door. This work is comprised of a video feedback loop using two 
webcams and a projector.  The combined live-feed is projected on a 4' x 8' painting of a 
door rendered in black acrylic on canvas. The feedback loop created by the webcams and 
projector - which are pointed at the canvas, create afterimages of the painting recalling 
the hallucinatory effect of visual 'trails' and early artistic experiments in video. Like 
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Hecate's Palladio, this work pictures a threshold - specifically a doorway. Its repeated 
video image mimes a subjective framework in which to approach this painted set piece.  
As a threshold, it denotes more, perhaps recalling the threshold that Hecate crosses when 
traversing the realm of the living and the dead, and in its use of technology, presents a 
mode of capturing this liminal space through mediums created by a capitalist and 
patriarchal culture.   
As a whole, these four works straddling multiple media– including video, 
installation and painting, function together to create an expanded fiction. The non-
linearity of my narrative creates space for contemplation of the various exchanges in each 
work between the technological apparatus and the analog apparatus of the painting, stage 
set and architecture.  As objects in a room, the tension lies in their ability to be both inert 
and active or acting – as in performing, informing the narrative from a different 
perspective while begging comparison. 
 To conclude, my four thesis works —Hecate's Palladio, Astronomical Loop, She, 
and A Door aim to build a structure through which the uncanny can be considered while 
pulling from research that has been done to parse the problematic intersection of women, 
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